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Date:  4/21/15 

Memo: Re: City Council and Planning Commission "Key Issues for UGA Boundary Discussion" 

Dear City Council and Planning Commission, 

After reading the outline summary of key issues for UGA boundary discussion paper, I would like to provide the 

following information because I believe it gives you important contextual information missing from the document.  

Please read the bullet points first, and the more in-depth discussion below. 

 First and foremost, please remember we are here to manage growth.  People continue move here and 

we need to be ready for them.  Pretending or wishing that a County as nice as we have to live in will not 

continue to attract people is not realistic - whether or not Bellingham captures the growth, people still move 

to Whatcom County - our job is to find ways to attract and accommodate those wanting to live in the city.  

This is something Bellingham did very well in the beginning but has failed to do in recent years.  In 

Bellingham, business as usual is not the answer, we must address these problems with a balanced approach. 

 We are not planning for the "high" scenario in Whatcom County.  The multi-jurisdictional resolution 

population figure we are planning with is very close to OFM MOST LIKELY, or the "medium" scenario.  Both 

the City Council and Planning Commission have voted to accommodate a larger proportion in order to 

reduce the amount of people allocated to the other UGAs and rural/agricultural lands.  If Bellingham does 

not plan for those people, they will have to be sent to either another UGA, or to our rural and resource lands 

to live. 

 Whatcom County has always grown faster than the most likely or "medium" projection" (please see 

County chart below).  At the same time this County has grown faster than OFM most likely or "medium",  

Whatcom County has projected for lower than mostly likely/medium and has always planned for less 

people than our actual growth.  Further, none of the Berk scenarios, nor the Draft EIS even address our 

historical average annual growth rate over the last 10 years, or 20 years (DEIS, p.4-149, "All alternatives 

also assume average annual growth rates (AAGR) lower than historical averages.", and under the high 

scenario, "Alternative 4 similarly has an AAGR that is lower (1.5%) than that experienced in the last 10 

years or last 20 years.").  In fact, the "Berk High Scenario" is not very high and the OFM high is literally off 

the chart on County illustrations of alternative scenarios (please see attached).  This should be cause for 

concern. 

 

State Data Shows Whatcom County Has Always Outpaced The OFM Most Likely "Middle" Projection 

As you can see in the chart below, population growth in Whatcom County, as compared to the actual 2010 Census 

population has outpaced the OFM most likely or "medium" projection every time.  In fact, Whatcom County grew 

very close to the 2010 OFM "high" projection from 1995 and we grew more than the 2010 OFM most likely by about 

the population of the City of Blaine compared to the two more recent OFM projections.  When discussing the 
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Bellingham UGA, please remember that Bellingham plays an incredibly important part in managing growth in 

Whatcom County.  Any growth Bellingham does not entice into the city will (and has) simply occurred elsewhere in 

the County.  Please note the chart below that shows Whatcom County grew by 8,634 more people compared to the 

1995 OFM "medium", by 5,636 compared to the 2002, and 5,507 compared to the 2007 projection for 2010.  Chart 

and data provided by Whatcom County staff. 

 

The State of Washington Office of Financial Management (and Population Forecasting) Has Identified A 

Population Growth Rebound 

In both 2013 and a recent 2014 OFM press release (attached), you can see that the State of Washington Office of 

Financial Management (and Population Forecasting) has recognized the growing rebound in population growth.  

This is typical after a period of recession - as happened after the dot.com recession and 9/11 attacks.  Both housing 

and migration have increased "markedly" as the press release (below) states.  Also of note is that while Bellingham 

(12th largest city in WA) is missing from the top 25 cities by population change, Unincorporated Whatcom County is 

the 9th fastest growing in the State.  That should be cause for concern for the stated goals and values of the City of 

Bellingham - Bellingham isn't performing as other cities in Washington are, but unincorporated parts of the County 

are growing rapidly. 

The Biggest Consumer of Housing is Gen Y, or Millennials and 80% - 85% prefer single-family housing 

Your staff memo, on page 3, mentions Millennial housing locational preference but neglects to give you housing 

TYPE preference, "Per a number of surveys, they prefer in-city living with transportation options".  This is true, and 

as you can see in the chart below from a 2015 Report, Millennials prefer single-family homes at an 80% to 85% rate.  

According to the presentation given the Planning Commission, the Bellingham land supply only contains enough 

land for a 12% rate of single-family homes, severely restricting the supply for an incredibly high demand housing type.  

OFM Projections for Whatcom County

2010 Difference 

Projection from 

Actual

OFM Projections made in '95 for 2010 (Low) 182,308 -18,832

OFM Projections made in '95 for 2010 (Medium) 192,506 -8,634

OFM Projections made in '95 for 2010 (High) 203,948 2,808

OFM Projections made in '02 for 2010 (Low) 181,330 -19,810

OFM Projections made in '02 for 2010 (Medium) 195,504 -5,636

OFM Projections made in '02 for 2010 (High) 217,009 15,869

OFM Projections made in '07 for 2010 (Low) 181,450 -19,690

OFM Projections made in '07 for 2010 (Medium) 195,633 -5,507

OFM Projections made in '07 for 2010 (High) 217,152 16,012

2010 CENSUS 201,140

NOTE:  OFM Projections made in '95 are from the "Review Materials" (i.e. the OFM Draft)

Updated 10/24/2011
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The land supply would become even more unbalanced and mismatched to demand were Bellingham to do nothing, 

or to add additional multifamily zoning without a very significant amount of single family lands.  It is hardly 

surprising under this situation, then, that single family homes are built on multi-family zoned land and that 

Bellingham has such a destructive affordable housing problem that the City, under a special state law, declared an 

official "Affordable Housing Emergency".  This issue cannot be ignored without continued housing problems. 

 

 

Key Issue: Over A Seven Year Period, The Bellingham UGA Captured 62.4% Of All County Growth 

The currently adopted "high" growth scenario is significantly lower than the levels Bellingham achieved over a 7 year 

period during the growth management era. 

The percent of County growth you are discussing at the meeting Thursday is only 48%, quite a bit lower than the 

62.4% achieved over 7 years 1995 to 2002, as shown in the current Bellingham Comprehensive Plan, in the County 

Staff Report, and EcoNW report.  Bellingham, once a population management champion, has faltered greatly.  It is 

our job to discover what happened and address this problem.  We must work to find a solution.  Business as usual, 

doing more of what is not working, is not a solution.  
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To summarize, Bellingham has a growth management challenge before it.  Growth in Whatcom County will continue 

to occur, likely a "marked" increase while Washington State experiences the OFM described rebound.  Bellingham 

has shown that it is capable of capturing tremendous portions of County growth over long periods of time, but has, 

in more recent times, failed to do so.  I urge Bellingham to do the right thing - to work long and hard on solutions to 

its growth problems by addressing both known issues and issues yet to be discovered.  Some of the well known 

issues are an unbalanced land supply extremely short in high demand single-family zoned land, an unavailable land 

supply in the form of yet to be annexed UGA lands, a difficult and slow permitting or "permission to build" process, 

and other issues that will surely be discovered while we work on this process through summer of 2016. 

Regards, 

Clayton Petree 

 

Whatcom County Chart Showing Berk "Scenarios", with OFM High and Low added. 
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OFM 2014 Press Release Regarding Growth Rebound 
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